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County Agent’s Notes:

August 9, 1999

It’s transition time for gardens.
Whether we were ready or not, dry weather and heat have just about ended the summer
gardening season. Of course some of you are irrigating, and some gardens seems to have the
ability to resist drought stress for long periods, but for most gardens it’s all over. Only the
drought tolerant crops like okra, pepper, and sweet potatoes can stand this kind of weather.
This may be the opportunity to get ready for your fall and winter garden. The summer
crops may hang on another few days in some cases, but as soon as you finish with them you can
start clearing the way for new plantings. Hopefully we will get a few cooler days when you will
be able to work without risking a heat stroke.
Some people like to work the old crops into the soil and allow them to decompose in
place, but I prefer the idea of making a compost pile. This way, diseased plant material is
removed, and the process of breakdown in the pile will destroy most diseases and insects. If you
have a very large garden this may not be practical, but for smaller areas I think it’s the best way.
After you have cleaned up the area, take a soil sample and let the Soil Testing Lab. tell
you exactly where you stand on soil acidity and fertility. By the time the sample gets back you
will have time to get everything together and plan a Saturday to bring your garden up to specs.
Then when planting time for fall and winter crops arrives you will be ready to go.
On another subject, our shrubs and trees are really suffering as a result of the weather.
You may want to help them out a little by providing supplemental water. If you are like me, you

try to let plants make it on their own without a lot of help; this is the reason I prefer oldfashioned plants with a proven record for hardiness. But when it gets this tough, even these
plants need help.
For beds and hedges, a soaker hose may be the best answer, or just take your time and
thoroughly soak the soil around them. Remember that irrigation should simulate a good rain, so
wet them really well and then leave them alone until you notice stress again. By that time we
will hopefully have some rain.
For individual shrubs and trees, my favorite way to water is to use some type of container
such as a gallon milk jug. Just punch a hole in the bottom of the jug with a pin or a small nail,
fill it with water and set it down next to the plant. Very little of the water will be lost to
evaporation since it can slowly soak into the soil where roots can find it. A little water can go a
long way with this method, and your plants will feel much better.
Lawns are suffering as well, but in most cases the best way to help your grass is to just
leave it alone. Most of our well-adapted grasses are very capable of coping with drought and
heat. One of the worst things that can be done right now is to cut the grass too short, and I am
seeing a lot of lawns where this has been done. Grass has the ability to protect itself by closing
all the stomates, but when the blades are severed, the plants cannot control water loss. When
seedheads are the problem, just raise the blade high enough to only cut the heads without
damaging the leaves. Do your grass a favor and don’t mow until it can grow.
I have found several cases of chinch bugs in St. Augustine lawns in the last few days.
This type of weather is their favorite, and they can literally devastate a beautiful lawn in a few
days. Where you find browning spots, check for them by pulling the grass apart and looking for
these tiny black and silver demons. If you can catch one, mash it between your fingers and

sniff; you will note the characteristic pungent stinkbug smell. Another way is to use a clear glass
jar with a large opening; fill it with water and quickly invert it and jam it into the green grass just
outside the brown spot. If chinches are present, they will swim to the top. Treat the areas around
the spots with diazinon or dursban according to the label directions and water it in. In some
cases, the entire area may need treating.
As usual I am writing this after our normal working hours, and my weather radar is
showing scattered rain moving in from the west; let’s hope that by the time you read this we have
received water from the sky. We are nearing the end of the “dog days” of summer, so this heat
should decrease soon.

